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With	so	much	concern	surrounding	the	issue	breastfeeding,	we	see	three	types	of	breasts	emerge	in	art:	the	symbolic	breasts	of	the	Virgin,	the	working	breast	of	the	wet	nurse,	and	the	erotic	breast	of	the	aristocratic	woman.	The	interest	in	breasts	was	initially	due	to	what	they	represented	to	men	because	of	their	evolutionary	function.	Breasts	that	fulfilled	their	purpose	showed	that	a	man	had	done	his	duty	by	creating	an	heir.54	Because	of	high	infant	mortality	rates,	wealthy,	aristocratic,	and	royal	men	had	to	continue	fulfilling	their	own	duties	to	their	estates;	they	needed	to	be	able	to	continue	producing	legitimate	heirs	with	their	wives.	This	matter	complicates	the	idea	of	three	distinct	breasts:	all	three	types	belong	to	mothers	and	had	the	potential	to	nourish	their	children,	regardless	of	how	each	woman	uses	them.	While	we	do	not	know	the	identity	of	the	woman	in	Lady	in	her	Bath,	it	is	likely	that	she	was	the	mistress	of	a	king,	or	at	least	a	woman	of	noble	birth	who	engaged	in	a	sexual	relationship	with	a	man	of	great	standing.	This	places	the	panel	in	a	long	tradition	of	mistresses	portrayed	nude	or	partially	undressed,	begun	with	Agnes	Sorel	in	the	guise	of	the	Virgin	Mary	in	Jean	Fouquet’s	Melun	Diptych	from	1452	(fig.	6).	55	Mistress	to	King	Charles	VII	(1403-1461),	Agnes	Sorel	was	known	for	her	breasts	and	sexual	relationship	with	the	king.	By	using	her	in	the	image,	Fouquet	injected	the	image	with	an	inherently	sexual	tone.	Though	in	the	painting	the	breasts	are	strangely	spherical	and	placed	unnaturally	on	the	body,	appearing	to	come	from	the	sides	of	her	chest,	they	present	an	erotic	potential	because	they	are	really	the	breasts	of	a	mistress.	Classically	marble-white	and	wide-set,	they	followed	some	of	the	conventions	of	beautiful	breasts.	The	Virgin’s																																																									54	Ibid,	49-52,	62.	55	Albert	B.	Friedman	identifies	the	woman	as	Agnes	Sorel	in	“Grounding a Superstition: 
Lactation as Contraceptive,” The Journal of American Folklore 95 no. 376 (1982) 206.	
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downcast	gaze	and	Christ	ignoring	the	nude	breast	right	in	front	of	him	both	leave	her	bosom	fully	available	for	our	visual	consumption.	Neither	of	them	confronts	our	gaze,	further	freeing	the	viewer	to	look	at	the	breast	with	any	intent.	This	challenges	the	idea	set	forth	by	Margaret	Miles	in	her	discussion	of	the	Maria	lactans	that	by	showing	one	breast	and	a	child,	contemporary	viewers	would	have	only	associated	the	image	with	breastfeeding.56	This	tradition	of	depicting	the	king’s	mistress	nude	or	partially	nude	continued	for	centuries,	including	images	like	Lady	in	her	Bath	and	demonstrates	how	the	exposed	breast	in	portraiture	helped	in	identifying	these	women’s	status.57		Mistresses	had	an	official	position	at	court	and	their	relationships	with	the	king	were	by	no	means	a	secret.	In	many	cases,	the	king’s	mistress	had	power	through	her	relationship	with	the	king	and	was	awarded	titles	and	properties.	Portraits	such	as	these	legitimized	these	gains	by	depicting	them	in	an	erotic	and	expensive	setting.	Not	only	do	the	portraits	allude	to	the	nature	of	the	woman’s	relationship	with	the	king,	they	also	show	some	of	the	benefits	such	as	her	living	situation	and	gifts	she	may	have	received.	Images	like	Lady	in	her	Bath,	that	included	what	may	be	the	king’s	children,	would	have	shown	her	as	a	mother	to	them,	but	also	as	still	engaging	in	sexual	activity	with	the	father.	This	tells	the	viewer	that	the	woman	in	question	is	an	important	figure	to	those	of	royal	blood.	Because	these	portraits	became	a	type,	we	can	conclude	that	the	woman	in	Lady	in	her	Bath	was	a	woman	of	status	whose	sexuality	was	important	to	the	painting’s	patron.	
																																																								56	Miles,	A	Complex	Delight,	29.	57	At	this	time,	it	was	generally	accepted	that	this	was	Agnes	Sorel.	Zerner, Renaissance Art 
in France, 212. Friedman, “Grounding a Superstition,” 206.	
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François	Clouet’s	image	of	the	unidentified	woman	in	Lady	in	her	Bath	(fig.	4)	illustrates	how	an	artist	could	communicate	things	such	as	a	woman’s	class	through	her	breast.	58	As	Marilyn	Yalom	and	Valerie	Fildes	explain,	breastfeeding	was	not	common	among	higher-class	women	and	their	practice	of	employing	wet	nurses	meant	that	their	breasts	were	very	different	from	those	of	nursing	mothers,	as	illustrated	by	Clouet’s	painting.59	The	lady’s	breasts	are	small,	smooth,	and	set	high	on	her	chest;	they	do	not	nurse	her	child.	Instead,	the	wet	nurse	behind	her	holds	the	woman’s	child	at	her	own	large,	bulbous,	and	employed	breast.	The	nurse’s	engorged	breasts	and	comfortable	position	reflect	images	like	Campin’s	Virgin	and	Child	before	a	Fire	Screen,	showing	an	influence	of	the	Maria	lactans	on	secular	art.	The	observable	difference	between	the	breasts	of	the	lady	in	her	bath	and	the	wet	nurse	shows	the	bather’s	status	because	her	breasts	have	not	nursed	a	child,	though	by	the	presence	of	two	children	she	likely	had	multiple	pregnancies.	The	bather	and	the	father	of	her	children	could	afford	to	keep	a	wet	nurse	to	care	for	their	children	and	keep	the	lady	in	the	bath	sexually	available	to	the	father.60	The	class	distinctions	between	the	lady	and	her	wet	nurse	are	not	limited	to	their	breasts:	their	facial	features	and	skin	follow	pictorial	conventions	of	class,	helping	identify	them	as	aristocrat	and	servant.	The	wet	nurse’s	complexion	is	redder	and	her	skin	rougher	than	the	bather,	further	marking	her	as	one	of	the	lower	class.61	Her	hooked	nose	and	
																																																								58	Yalom,	A	History	of	the	Breast,	49-51.	59	Also	see	Naomi	Baumslag and Dia L. Michels ed. Milk, Money, and Madness: The Culture 
and Politics of Breastfeeding, (Bergin & Garvey: Westerport, CT, 1995), 39-40.	60	Keep	in	mind	the	idea	that	sex	while	breastfeeding	would	pollute	the	milk	and	could	harm	the	child.	Because	they	are	also	small	and	set	fairly	high	on	the	chest,	one	may	think	the	breasts	of	the	Lucca	Madonna	contrast	this,	however	as	explained	above,	they	are	likely	intended	to	be	a	mark	of	class	and	beauty	rather	than	a	hint	at	sexual	availability.	61	Conisbee,	French	Paintings,	117.	
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